rights instruments reflect the developments at the universal level of human rights regulation concerning participation of children in political decision-making. Our findings reveal that the scope of childrens" participatory rights is the widest at the level of the Council of Europe.
INTRODUCTION
regional organizations to respect universal human rights standards. 10 Nonetheless, the participatory rights of the child are not always explicitly guaranteed by regional human rights instruments. The lack of certain normative provision does not as such mean that the universal standards of human rights protection are neglected by the states. Hence we try to find verifiable information regarding legal and social practices in the member states of regional organizations which could prove the acknowledgement or, on the contrary, the ignorance of this right in practice.
WHY CHILDREN'S PARTICIPATION?
Participation in political decision-making is based on the right to take part in the conduct of public affairs, guaranteed by article 25 of the ICCPR. As far as this 8 9 For example the Inter-American Court of Human Rights declared that the advisory jurisdiction of the Court can be exercised regarding "any provision dealing with the protection of human rights set forth in any international treaty applicable in the American States". In other words, the Court declared that it can interpret the treaties which are not only regional but universal in scope ("Other through the realization of children"s freedom of expression, Langlaude also remarks that children can add on the conduct of public policy, revealing their attitudes to public policies and developing their social skills. 13 Rutherford, for instance, observes that minors sixteen years of age are mature enough to consciously make political choices. 14 However, due to such factors as limited financial resources and social experience, and the emotional impulsivity relative to some teenagers, as well as a weaker capacity of organizing themselves for lobbying, minors cannot realize their decisions. 15 Even when teenagers address public authorities in letters, via TV channels or in any other modes, such addresses are most likely to remain unconsidered in absence of legal mechanisms supporting consideration of children"s views. Amidst such events, the opinion of this segment of population is uncounted against the rationale to reach consensus among all the social groups when making political decisions. At the same time, minors as a social subgroup are much affected by public policies, for example, in the area of education or health-care. Hence, specific rights and legitimate 11 Mary Donnelly and Ursula Kilkelly, "Child- 15 Ibid.
children civic skills and feeling of social responsibility and a duty to obey legal rules.
The development of such skills is unthinkable without meaningful exchanges between the children and representatives of the state, realized, for example, via children"s parliaments where children act as real parliamentarians, contemplating about real political problems, affecting them.
Hence, to partially balance the reasonable limitation of electoral rights on the basis of age, children should be provided alternative opportunities to express their views on political matters affecting them, and their views should be given due weight by public authorities. And such is the approach of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (the CRC), entitling minors to the rights to participate in 16 Children are mentioned as belonging to the "vulnerable social groups"; for example, decision-making, be it even a consultative engagement without a compulsory vote.
As far as introduction of limited participatory opportunities for children makes certain input in strengthening of good governance, we can say that participatory rights of minors are logical consequences of the existence of the right to public participation available for individuals of full age.
UNIVERSAL STANDARDS OF CHILDREN'S PARTICIPATION

PARTICIPATORY RIGHTS OF CHILDREN IN THE CONVENTION ON THE RIGHT OF THE CHILD
The term "universal standards of human rights" became established in international law after the introduction of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, being "a common standard of achievement" for all people and nations. The operational understanding of the expression "universal standards of children"s participatory rights" in this article regards universally recognized legal norms of the CRC in the contexts interpretations given to them by the CRC Committee. This term is used following the CRC Committee, addressing in its general comments to the "principles and standards of the Convention". The explicit references to participation in decision-making can be found in article 12 of the convention. Although the term "participation" is not used in this article, this term has evolved and is used to describe "ongoing processes, which 20 See, for example, UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment 12, supra note 3, paras. 22, 37, 68.
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include information-sharing and dialogue between children and adults based on mutual respect". 21 Article 12 refers to the expression of children"s "views":
1. States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.
2. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard in any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through a representative or an appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the procedural rules of national law.
The overall meaning of this article as interpreted by the CRC Committee addresses the participatory claims of children regarding decision-making processes.
The views expressed by children "may add relevant perspectives and experience"
and should be considered "in decision-making, policymaking and preparation of laws and/or measures as well as their evaluation." 22 Moreover, the concept of participation implies not only a momentary inclusion of children in decision-making but it should be a continuous process of a children-adult dialogue "on the development of policies, programmes and measures in all relevant contexts of children"s lives". 23 This does not imply the realization of "classic" participatory rights, such as taking part in the conduct of public affairs; to vote and to stand for elections or for public office (stipulated by art. 25 of the ICCPR). Nonetheless, this article gives entitlements for children to engage in decision-making which directly affect their rights and interest. It can be practiced, for example, by the opening of governmental sessions for children, organizing children"s parliaments, or strengthening the activities of children"s associations.
SPECIFYING UNIVERSAL STANDARDS
General Comment 12 of the CRC Committee is entirely devoted to the right of the child to be heard. It gives interpretations to several important provisions of article 12. With the general reference to the right guaranteed by this article it emphasizes that it imposes a legal obligation "to recognize this right and ensure its implementation by listening to the views of the child and according them due weight". 24 This obligation requires that states with respect to their particular judicial system either directly guarantee this right or adopt or revise laws so that this right can be fully enjoyed by the child. Considering the free and consensual nature of Giving specification on separate clauses of this article, the CRC Committee contributes to the due implementation of international standards. The clause "shall ensure" is "a legal term of special strength, which leaves no leeway for State parties" discretion". 26 Moreover, the phrase "capable of forming his or her views"
should not be counted as a limitation. It is rather an obligation "to assess the capacity of the child to form an autonomous opinion to the greatest extent possible". 27 This also implies that the states should assist those children who have difficulties to express their views due to the disabilities or not knowing of the state language. "The right to express those views freely" means that the child should express his or her views without any coercion, manipulation, according to the personal conditions and situation. The child should also be informed about the consequences of the expression of the views and the possible options of the decisions. 28 Participation in "in all matters affecting the child" should be understood broadly, "which also covers issues not explicitly mentioned in the Convention". 29 This clause provides the possibility to also express views on political issues affecting children. The expression that the views of the child must be "given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child" implies that those views have to be assessed in order to give due weight to them or "to communicate to the child the way in which those views have influenced the outcome of the process". 30 The feedback is "a guarantee that the views of the child are not only heard as a formality, but are taken seriously". 31 The requirement of the child"s maturity implies that the assessment of his or her views can not be done on the basis of mere age criteria. "Maturity" refers to "the ability to understand and assess the implications of a particular matter, and must therefore be considered when determining the individual capacity of a child". 32 The clause "to be heard in any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the child" means the following. 29 Ibid., paras. 26-27. 30 Ibid., para. 28. 31 The information may prompt the child to insist, agree or make another proposal or, in the case of a judicial or administrative procedure, file an appeal or a complaint (ibid., para. 45). 32 Ibid., para. 30. 33 They are without limitation, including, for example, separation of parents, custody, care and adoption, children in conflict with the law, child victims of physical or psychological violence, sexual abuse or other crimes, health care, social security, unaccompanied children, asylum-seeking and refugee children, and victims of armed conflict and other emergencies (ibid., para. 32).
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administrative proceedings. 34 Both kinds of proceedings may involve alternative dispute mechanisms such as mediation and arbitration. Proceedings must be both accessible and child-appropriate. 35 States parties are encouraged to introduce legislative measures requiring decision makers in judicial or administrative proceedings to explain the extent of the consideration given to the views of the child and the consequences for the child. 36 The mentioning of the participation "either directly, or through a representative or an appropriate body" has several implications. Firstly, the child decides him or herself whether to be heard in judicial or administrative procedure or not. 37 The possibility of the conflict of interests between the child and the representative is also considered. The solutions to overcome them are suggested. 38 Secondly, the Committee specifies who can be a representative of the child. 39 The clause "in a manner consistent with the procedural rules of national law" should not be interpreted as permitting the use of procedural legislation, which restricts or prevents enjoyment of this fundamental right. 40 
COMMON BARRIERS IN REALIZATION OF CHILDREN'S PARTICIPATORY RIGHTS
Although states are required to introduce all kinds of possible measures to ensure children"s participation, the analysis of the praxis under article 12 of the CRC reveals many problems in realization of this right. As an overall observation, the contents of states reports to the CRC Committee with respect to children"s participation quite often lack precision. For example, information concerning the realization of freedoms of expression, assembly and association is provided in general terms without specific references to children. 41 Sometimes states reporting on the realization of these freedoms by children, e.g. on the enactment of laws,
give extremely limited information concerning these laws by merely bringing the 34 Which include, for example, decisions about children"s education, health, environment, living conditions, or protection (ibid.). 35 Ibid., para. 34. 36 Ibid., para. 33. 37 Ibid., para. 35. 38 Among such solutions are: the necessity for a representative to remember that he or she represents the interests of the child, not the own interests, not the interest of any institution or person, development of the codes of conflict, thorough knowledge of various aspects of decision-making processes (ibid., paras. 36, 37). 39 It can be the parent(s), a lawyer, or another person (inter alia, a social worker) (ibid., para. 36). 40 Ibid., para. Several groups of problems in the realization of children"s rights to participation can be identified by virtue of analysis of the CRC Committee"s praxis.
Traditional culturally biased attitudes towards the role of a child in society are serious obstacles in realization of children"s participatory rights, as cultural problems are "a factor which impedes the implementation of these [participatory] rights". 44 Such attitudes directly result in the non-realization of participatory rights.
This may reveal itself, inter alia, in a large discretion of judges deciding upon the opportunities of the child to be heard in the judicial process 45 or in prevention from direct representation of children"s interests in judicial proceedings because of the overwhelming parental representation. 46 Culturally biased views on children"s participation are widely spread in Grenada, Honduras, India, Iran and many other states 47 where a perception of the child as a "possession" of the parents and an object rather than subject of rights is predominant. Some states openly report about such cultural obstacles. For example, Mali admitted that the ideas of freedom of expression, thought, conscience and religion and respect for the privacy of children "are not easily accepted in Malian society, in which parents are always responsible for children". 48 Reacting to these and other implications of culture- recommends strengthening states" efforts to change traditional perceptions of children as objects rather than subjects with rights. 49 Material barriers to implement children"s participatory rights in decisionmaking reveal themselves in, e.g., a lack of facilities, or insufficient training of the personnel to deal with child-specific issues. Thus, in the case with Maldives the Committee was concerned that the lack of appropriate sanitary facilities, including separate toilets, impedes the full participation of girls in education, particularly in secondary schools. 50 Without a minimal level of basic facilities it is impossible to expect the meaningful impact of education on the civil activity of the child. To deal with the situation the Committee puts forward recommendation to make appropriate facilities available for children. 51 Financial barriers are most often met in realization of the right of the child to participation. Definitely, the CRC Committee can recommend that state parties allocate available and necessary resources and assistance for the realization of this right. 52 However, the state is not always able to do it. One way of settlement would be to seek for cooperation with international bodies, such as UNICEF, to fulfill the relevant state"s obligations. 53 Legal barriers, i.e. a lack of national legal provisions facilitating children"s participatory rights, were noted in Algeria, Kenya, and Malaysia and in many other states. 54 As a possible solution for this, the committee might recommend, for example, that the state introduces and enforces, where applicable, legislation to facilitate the participatory rights of children. Such legislation should provide children with complaint procedures and remedies "when their right to be heard and for their views to be given due weight is disregarded and violated". 55 In spite of these problems, "considerable progress has been achieved at the local, national, regional and global levels in the development of legislation, policies 49 Concluding strengthening the efforts to provide training on the rights of the child to be practical, systematic and integrated into regular professional training (para. 69).
More measures are included in General Comment 12. Among them are: review and withdrawing of restrictive declarations and reservations to article 12; establishment of independent human rights institutions with a broad children"s rights mandate; combating the negative attitudes, which impede the full realization of the child"s right to be heard, through public campaigns, including opinion leaders and the media, to change widespread customary conceptions of the child.
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However, it would be too hasty to conclude that separate implementation measures would effectively solve the issue of respect and the fulfillment of children"s participatory rights. All the measures mentioned above ought to be realized in a system in order to achieve the best results. That is the reason why the CRC Committee in many cases recommends several measures for states" parties to fulfill their obligations in respect of children"s participatory rights. Quite often the committee proposes a "systematic approach" to the solution of this problem. 60 For example, in the case of Yemen, the participatory rights of children were not taken 56 Ibid., para. into account "by the society at large". The Committee recommended that the state party should further develop a systematic approach to increasing public awareness, including through the media, of the participatory rights of children in order to make these rights and its implications fully understood by the population at large. 61 The 
ARE UNIVERSAL STANDARDS OF CHILDREN'S PARTICIPATION REFLECTED IN REGIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS INSTRUMENTS?
THE LEAGUE OF ARAB STATES
The age-old traditional practices of Arab states providing the extensive role for the councils of elders applying religious provisions to deal with daily life would propose without exaggeration that children"s participation legal regulation of children"s participatory rights can be at its minimum at the level of the LAS.
The first human rights instrument within this regional organization was the Arab Charter on Human Rights. 63 Its revised version was adopted by the LAS and the Charter came into force in 2008. 64 The adoption of this treaty gave impulse to It is, however, true that there is no separate article dealing with the relevant rights of the child in the Arab Charter, though separate provisions regulating children"s rights can be found. 67 On the contrary, this instrument contains a somewhat restricting provision, in accordance with which "parents or guardians have the freedom to provide for the religious and moral education of their children" (article
30, para. 3).
The control mechanism over the implementation of the Charter provisions is vested in the Arab Human Rights Committee (article 45 67 For example, article 10 of this instrument contains prohibition of the exploitation of children in armed conflict. The right to be protected from economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child"s education, or to be harmful to the child"s health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development, is guaranteed by article 34 of this instrument. According article 33, para. 3 of the charter the states parties take all necessary measures "to guarantee the protection, survival, development and well-being of the child" and ensure that "the child's best interests are the basic criterion for all measures taken in his regard, whether the child is at risk of delinquency or is a juvenile offender".
It remains to be seen whether the Charter inconsistencies with international law and the basic rights" implementation are brought into conformity with the universal human rights standards. It is still possible, however, to meet the application in the very restricting manner of the universally recognized principle of the "best interest of the child" in the Charter. 72 At least the formal appearance of such provisions represents an effort to implement universal standards. It fits researchers" observation stating that the dependency of national human rights law on cultural traditions is not static; it "reflects societal realities at particular points in time". 
THE ORGANIZATION OF AMERICAN STATES
Several instruments deal with the rights of the child at the level of the . 76 Within the frames of its article 15 (right to the formation and the protection of families) states parties undertake to accord adequate protection to the family unit and in particular: to guarantee adequate nutrition for children; to adopt special measures for the protection of adolescents in order to ensure the full development of their physical, intellectual and moral capacities; to undertake special programs of family training so as to help create a stable and positive environment in which children will receive and develop the values of understanding, solidarity, respect and responsibility (paras. b, c, and d). More elaborate are the provisions of article 16 of the protocol which states that every child has the right to the protection "that his status as a minor requires from his family, society and the State". Moreover, he or she has the right to free and compulsory education. Article 17 provides for the necessity of establishment of a special system to deal with the juvenile delinquency. interests to decide on the child"s participation, as appropriate, in establishing his or her rights (para. 102). The opportunity to communicate his or her views is fixed by article 4 of the charter devoted to the best interest of the child. As stated in paragraph 2 of the above-mentioned article:
Organization of American States (the OAS). The American Declaration of the Rights
THE AFRICAN UNION
In all judicial or administrative proceedings affecting a child who is capable of communicating his/her own views, and opportunity shall be provided for the views of the child to be heard either directly or through an impartial representative as a party to the proceedings, and those views shall be taken into consideration by the relevant authority in accordance with the provisions of appropriate law.
In contrast with the provisions of article 12 of the CRC, there is no mention of a "due weight" which ought to be given to the views of the child under the condition of such common characteristics as "the age and maturity" in the child welfare
Charter. The Charter only contains the provision concerning "consideration" of these views. Moreover, the opportunity to be heard is guaranteed by the CRC for the child "in all matters affecting the child" which imply participation inter alia within the family and other social institutions; although the child welfare Charter mentions, in a restrictive manner, only "judicial and administrative proceedings".
The requirement of the CRC to consider the views of the child "in accordance with age and maturity" is also missing from article 4 of the Charter. This also does not necessitate the efforts of state parties to asses the views of the child on "a case-bycase examination" as stipulated by the CRC Committee.
81
Besides, the child welfare Charter contains a somewhat limited clause concerning the capability of a child to "communicate his/her own views". This is not exactly in line with the CRC, which interprets the requirement of child"s maturity rather broadly. For example, the CRC Committee emphasizes that research has shown that the child is able to form views "from the youngest age, even when she or he may be unable to express them verbally". in the peace demonstration does not necessarily imply any views as to peace issues in general. Admitting that the applicant's attitude could be interpreted as a disagreement with the local authorities as to the appropriateness of arranging a peace demonstration in which children should take part, the Commission did not find that the decision concerning the organization of the demonstration can for this reason be considered to interfere with the applicant's, or her child's, rights.
Specific norms regarding children"s participatory rights are centered in the European Convention on the Exercise of Children's Rights.
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References to participatory issues are found already from the preamble of this convention, according to which the member states of the CoE recognize the best interests of a child to be promoted and that due weight should be given to the views of children.
Opportunity for children to participate "in proceedings affecting them before a judicial authority" is one of the objects of the convention (article 1, para. 2).
According to the explanatory report to this instrument, the internal law decides whether the child is formally represented or formally participates in the proceedings. It is stated in the report that "wherever possible, views of children 94 European Commission of Human Rights of Human Rights, Irka Cederberg-Lappalainen vs. Sweden, supra note 1. 95 Which was a special pre-school and leisure home activity municipal institution. 96 The major allegations concerned a violation of the child's right to respect for its integrity by the use of pre-school children in a demonstration; violation of the parents' right to respect for their private and family life, to freedom of thought and conscience and to freedom of expression by request for permission from the parents; violation of the right to freedom of peaceful assembly by the action of the authorities as the applicant submitted that "freedom" must include the right to abstain from acting. The applicant also complains that the parent is forced to disclose his/her opinion regarding an issue which has been the subject of substantial political debate. She furthermore complained that the authorities have failed to respect the right of the parents to ensure such education as is in conformity with their own religious and philosophical convictions. 97 European Convention on the Exercise of Children's Rights, supra note 90.
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should be presented" (para. 14). 98 This is contrast to the interpretation given by the CRC Committee, according to which "wherever possible, the child must be given the opportunity to be directly heard in any proceedings".
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The right to be informed and to express views in proceedings, guaranteed by article 3, implies the following:
A child considered by internal law as having sufficient understanding, in the case of proceedings before a judicial authority affecting him or her, shall be granted, and shall be entitled to request, the following rights: the provisions of the CRC as the corpus juris for children"s rights (the OAS) or adopt their own participatory regulation of the rights of the child compatible with the universal regulation (the AU). Some member states undertake a mixed approach, combining the previous two solutions (CoE).
As an overall observation, the scope of minors" participatory rights is the widest at the level of the Council of Europe. Legal regulation of children"s participatory rights at the level of other regional organizations is rather limited in its scope, if at all exists. The recent introduction and therefore the emerging phase of their regional treaty-monitoring bodies do not let making any authoritative conclusions as for the realization of regional treaty provisions regarding children"s rights. The relevant information from the NGO reports and the research literature allows the tentative conclusion that serious human rights problems and traditional practices at the level of, for example, the LAS and the African Union prevent children"s participation from being among the first and primary goals. However, the mere introduction of regional treaty norms concerning children"s rights, albeit at the beginning a normative façade, is proof of gradual changes in national legal systems under the influence of the universal standards. 
